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ABSTRACT 
Exploring the diasporic experience of Indian immigrants and the dynamics of hybridity 
has remained a pet concern in Jumpha Lahiri’s writing. But what has been another opening debate 
in her work is the question of loss and recovery and its dual implication on the melancholic’s 
ontological immunity. If loss is memorialized in the form of grief-work, then does the lost lives as 
a trace in our being/ Self/Ego?If the trace of the loss is acknowledged by the mourner, then 
melancholia is said to be affirmative in the sense that he/she adopts the loss as a part of his/her 
Self. The ambivalence emerges when the autonomy of the Self is sought in such a situation. At 
one level it loses its ontological purity in assimilating the loss and at another level it seems to be 
resisting all forces thwarting its desire of Selfhood. This resistance is however neutralized under 
the guilt of comporting the socio-cultural inscriptions that the Self is imposed upon and the 
inability to conquer the loss which leads to self- criticism and the criticism of the loss which leads 
to Ontological risking. 
  Unlike her predecessors, Gauri in The Lowland is conventionally seen as dismembering 
from the traditional lineage of motherhood because of the melancholia brought about by the death 
of Udayan, her husband. The diasporic space is seen as a potential site to dramatize the resistance 
played out in her psychic space to encumber the loss. In her elegiac protest she arms herself in the 
pursuit of Philosophy to transcend the loss and get ontological autonomy. The paper aims in 
highlighting the claims of giving up the cultural inscriptions of performativity and the 
ambivalence caused by the inflicting lost Other that makes melancholia affirmative and Selfhood 
a lost revolt.  
Keywords: Lahiri, Selfhood, Affirmative Melancholia, Ontology, Lost Other, Performativity, Psychic, 
Diaspora 
“Death changes everything”. (Allison 1) 
This curtain raising sentence of Dorothy 
Allison’s novel CaveDweller (1998) startles the 
reader with a brutally drawn Delia Byrd,” the bitch 
(who) ran off and left her babies”. Her guilt and 
acquittal gives her a cathartic jolt to go back to her 
daughters and reconstitute her Self through 
redemption only when she confronts the death of 
Randhall Pritchard, with whom she ran away. Do 
loss and its mourning bring about redemption 
always? If redemption comes through alterity then 
does it bring closer to the Self? Or, Does the 
melancholy roaring out for the absent leads to self- 
cessation? Such questions cross our brows in 
ambivalence. It becomes all the more precarious 
when this melancholia is subjected to the social and 
cultural agents interpellating our psychic lives. 
Jumpha Lahiri’s The Lowland (2013) is a reversal 
of the above novel. Here, Gauri, after succumbing 
to the police encounter of her husband Udayan 
Mitra, a rebel Naxal, mourns for her unwitting 
pregnancy .She begets the child, Bela under the 
consolatory help of Subhash Mitra, the brother and 
substitute of her former husband. But years later, 
Gauri performs her grief work by negating 
motherhood and moves away to seek selfhood to 
master the loss of Udayan. Unlike Delia, she is 
never redeemed, for her aggressive sins directed 
solely to the bereavement of the dead is curtly 
projected on her daughter. Anagnosis brings 
misrecognition and thereafter hostility towards the 
self. This construes the dramatic play of 
melancholia, wherein the lost fails to reside under 
the allocated division of the psychic life and others 
the Self to such a measure that it subverts one’s 
ontological desires by submitting itself to the 
subjection of the lost. In the process of othering the 
Self we feel that Guari towards the end tries to 
recognize Udayan as a part of her Self that makes 
her melancholia affirmative and thereby loses her 
ontological integrity. This paper aims to explore 
these intricacies of affirmative melancholia that 
demystifies the ontological being through an 
elaborate analysis of Gauri’s penumbral status in 
The Lowland.  
The philosophy of “Self” and the 
psychology of the “melancholia” is an interlacing 
link between the inner and outer world of the 
subject concerned. Philosophy makes its study 
ontological and psychology makes it prescriptive. 
The stalwarts of the discipline, Sigmund Freud 
(psychology) and Benjamin Franklin (philosophy) 
Elegiac Asides on Gauri’s Side: Affirmative Melancholia and Ontological Risking in Jumpha Lahiri’s The Lowland 
 
Asian Journal of Multidisciplinary Studies, 2(10) October, 2014 118 
in their two seminal works Mourning and 
Melancholia (1917) and The Origin of German 
Tragic Drama (1928) contest melancholia in two 
disparate lenses. The former sees it as a 
pathological state while the later sees it as an 
alternative perception of the world by the subject in 
antipathy. Husserl sees the “Self” as an inherently 
contained “ prejudiced “ and “intentional” subject 
which psychology justifies as the ego’s intrinsic 
defensive mechanism to keep the subject 
ontologically healthy. As our focal concern is on 
loss generating melancholia and its implication on 
our sense of being, we can see that the philosophy 
of Consequentialism is partly adopted by the 
psychology of the Self for the maximization 
towards recovery from the loss with a precondition 
that loss itself is a consequence of death and 
melancholia is a consequence of loss. To assume 
loss as a psychic state and casting it into the 
phraseology of Husserl’s “intention”, we can see 
that the Self in its deontological (popularized by 
Anscombe, Geach and Nagel) turn makes 
melancholia permissible “in the deliberate process 
that precedes the formation of intention”- the ways 
by which means are validated to mitigate loss. 
Benjamin in his section of Trauespiel says, “Truth 
is the death of intention”(38). Very suggestively 
then the birth of intention is the illusions that the 
Self conjures to choose means to cure loss. This 
faith of the melancholic Self in the Shakespearean 
idiom of “fair is foul and foul is fair” is crudely 
imitative of Nietzche’s principle of “ antithesis” in 
his work Beyond Good and Evil (1886). To a 
possible limit, this positioning can be tentatively 
translated as a philosophical narration of 
affirmative melancholia when the genealogical 
trend of the morality of the Self is deconstructed 
with a shift in the traditional definition of ontology 
from being evolutionary to that of being 
revolutionary. On a paradoxically different 
philosophical level, the Self which has its own 
aporetical teleology is seen to be engaged to the 
luminal-libidinal lost as a result of which it ignores 
as well as recognizes the loss within it. Ignorance 
of the loss is a pretension and hence ontologically 
deterrent and Recognition of the loss is a 
withdrawal from the Self and is likewise an 
ontological risking. 
Psychology narrates these phenomena 
with its own discursive tropes of the Self as the ego 
and “melancholia” as pathology. The psychic 
space/schizoid space is policed by the “ego”, the 
“I” that filters our consciousness through a reality 
check according to the external laws of the world 
outside. Freud becomes the apostle to such an 
interpretation. In a grip of melancholia, the ego 
tries to conduct the dual roles of protecting against 
the loss and creating an alternative for that 
immediate loss. To this effect the ego becomes “the 
precipitate of the abandoned object- cathexes”, a 
burial space for the loss; a site for a kingship of 
substitutes made for compensation and a possibility 
for the extension of knowing the Self . (Butler 
169). However empirically; we do not know that in 
the process of mitigating the loss, the melancholia 
that is seen to be shielded out by our ego imprints 
in the ego itself, leaving a trace of it. This can be 
seen as a situation of double bind when an 
ambiguity emerges to distinguish between the 
desire for the lost and the denial of the lost. To 
connect back with the lost Other, we have to 
identify our Self or the ego and this creates a 
tension in the psychic space. In this situation, our 
judgment or the” critical agency” turns hostile to 
the ego which in turn condemns the source of the 
melancholia; that is the lost Other. Without a 
foreclosure it dwells and becomes the psychic 
space itself, aloof and antithetic to the external 
social space. It is at this juncture that the ego 
becomes narcissist and tries to gaze internally and 
struggles for a release from the lost Other and the 
external space powered by inhibiting socio-cultural 
practices .Judith Butler makes a re-reading of 
Freud’s analysis and highlights the hegemonic truth 
of the world to which the Self must have to be 
accountable to ensure its very existence, which it 
can neither other unless it others itself. So the 
claims of revolt become in itself the denial of both 
the Self and the loss and thereby bring out the 
veritable oppositions of affirmative melancholia 
and ontological autonomy. 
The Lowland can be read as a modern 
prose elegy; in which Lahiri implodes all her 
characters into the centre of the death of Udayan; 
the absent protagonist. His absence is the cause of 
mourning in Subhash ; an acute melancholia in 
Bijoli, the mother and subdued yet pathological in 
Gauri, his wife. Before delving into the textual 
implications, it is pertinent to understand the term 
“melancholia”. “Melancholia” is an extreme form 
of melancholy. Robert Burton in his classical work 
The Anatomy of Melancholy (1621) observed 
melancholy as a “ settled humour” in the nature of 
“Mortality”. The Merriam Webster Dictionary 
defines melancholia as “a manic depressive 
condition characterized by extreme depression, 
bodily complaints, hallucinations and delusions.” 
Mourning” and “melancholia” are seemingly 
semantic with only the former preceding the latter. 
In his epoch making work, Mourning and 
Melancholia (1917), Sigmund Freud deliberated 
the condition to a “profoundly painful dejection, 
cessation of interest with the outside world, loss of 
capacity to love, (and) inhibition of all activity.” 
(244). One of the most powerful and predatory 
nature of melancholia is its inward travel into our 
consciousness or the psychic space. 
In the novel, the lost and dead is retrieved 
back and forth from the real landscape to the 
imaginary space which is partly manifested in the 
diasporic divide between RhodeIsland and 
Tollygunge. Time is a “form of sustenance” but 
Udayan was that memory; distinct from what time 
can ever wash. He forms the core of the elegiac life 
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of the novel; permanently personified in the 
psychic life of Gauri. While in case of Subhash, the 
loss of Udayan is a sort of self-reflection even 
when he stands literally as the double other of the 
deceased. His death bestowed him the ethical 
responsibility of being a father to Bela and a 
companion to Gauri. His decision to marry the 
widowed sister-in-law (Gauri) is inspired by the 
sense of solidarity with his Self; in improvising 
himself to a better person, he could account himself 
for. His is an instance of mourning and 
recuperation for he could substitute Udayan’s 
absence in the presence of Bela. She was a 
consolation from him and a sense of being for 
Subhash. His ontological formation is immune to 
disruption. The pain of loss is transformed into a 
privilege, to come in terms with the ideals of 
individuation. 
Gauri, the most affected is unable to cast 
Udayan out of her. Udayan becomes her “Symbolic 
Order”.  In what Tamy Clewell names as” 
hyperremembering” she feels the dreadful loss, 
“…across the limitless band of years, (how) the 
brief tenancy of her own life was 
superimposed.”(Lahiri 80). One of the most 
striking features of this novel is that, Gauri never 
cries but her mourning is nonetheless condensed in 
her memory and quite insidiously it takes a life size 
in her daily existence. She becomes an alienated 
Self who seeks “itself at home in the very 
instability of thoughts”; withdrawing compensation 
from the world outside to get community within. 
(Lumsden 209) She also never particularly shares 
Udayan in her speech acts with Subhash or Bela or 
anyone. If per chance she happens to do, it is 
concealed to factual details bereft of emotional 
content. Credit goes to Lahiri’s omniscient 
narration which couples the power of dramatic 
asides: confessional and expository. In Tollygunge, 
after Udayan’s immediate death, her presence is 
absenced by Bijoli’s indifference and partly by her 
stoic silence that is ascertained to resist mourning 
and cage melancholia. The discovery of being 
pregnant is least entertained by her. She feels 
outplaced and betrayed and this is seen when she 
says to Subhash;“… he didn’t wanted a family. He 
told me the day before he died. And yet…” (Lahiri 
87). Her unhappy pregnancy is a rebuttal of 
Udayan’s death and at a certain level it takes the 
face of nausea and rage. Instead of culturing herself 
to the given, she detests the implantation of his loss 
and the child;“She felt as if she contained a ghost, 
as Udayan was. The child was a version of him, in 
that it was both present and absent. Both within her 
and remote.” (Lahiri 90) 
This clearly shows the emerging 
ambivalence of her psychic space, where the ego, 
her Self struggles to detach from the lost Other but 
constantly falls into the debris of its existence. The 
numbing awareness of Udayan is slowly given 
outlet in the way she comes to connect with Bela . 
They were one, interactive” mentally, physically… 
alone” .In her eyes Bela fails to be a fitting 
substitute and a consolation. Bela is an inherited 
collage of the loss (Udayan) and the Self at one 
level and at a different level she is a maternal 
responsibility, a socio-cultural inheritance. To 
accentuate Gauri’s temper, we can acknowledge 
Clewell’s solidarity with Ramzani’s scholarship in 
her statement; 
Through their bereaved assaults, they 
simultaneously criticize tradition and rebel 
against cultural inheritance that would 
otherwise perpetuate familial and social 
power structures, along with gender, racial 
and sexual biases and such structures 
historically implied.( Clewell 54) 
Motivated by the ethics of the melancholic 
Self, she practices the ethics of denial. To recreate 
Spivak’s registers, the project of “childbearing” 
was an impediment for her “soul making”. When 
Subhash anticipated a child from their relationship, 
it repulsed her.  
She did not tell Subhash, when he brought 
it up with her, what she already knew; that 
though she had become a wife a second 
time, becoming a mother again was the 
one thing in her life she was determined to 
prevent from happening. (Lahiri 117) 
 Negation of motherhood leads to the 
subversion of gender role and domestic normativity 
to the extent that she felt the “unchallenging 
chores”, “depleting her”. She further fends a 
problematic desire to take Subash more as a sexual 
need and a nurse to Bela than as a husband. The 
socialite gatherings at RhodeIsland seemed to her 
like a “heterotopia”; a place expected to display 
conditioned gestures alien to innate disposition; a 
theatrical culture of “nowhere”(Focault 24-25). 
This impatience makes her shut all the doors of 
reality. Instead she starts directing her predicament 
of being incompatible at the dead Udayan; 
Anger at him for dying when he might 
have lived, for bringing her happiness, and 
then taking it away. For trusting her, only 
to betray her. For believing in sacrifice, 
only to be so foolish in the end. (Lahiri 
117) 
To transcend the Self from the lost Other, 
Gauri tries to pursue Philosophy. Lahiri puts 
Philosophy as Gauri’s choice of freedom to show 
how the Self tries to seek confirmation of itself at a 
moment when it is being engulfed by the 
melancholia ensued from the primacy of the lost to 
the Self. Gauri strives for resurrection in the 
autonomy of her being. That may be the reason 
why Lahiri puts Schopenhauer’s The World as Will 
and Idea in her reading catalogue. At one point, it 
can be seen as a vanity of egoism, for she tries to 
dominate her conduct by the Will to subjugate the 
World, which demands comportment. Gauri is 
ashamed of not being able to “fulfill the final task 
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of Udayan… of raising Bela” and at the same time 
she feels, on abiding it, she “was not bringing 
meaning to her life”.(Lahiri 117).  She tends to 
moralize her narcissist Will, to give it a room of its 
own in her solipsist identification with the spider; 
“A spider reaches the liberty of space by means of 
its own thread.”(Lahiri 203). Hence investing time 
in reading Philosophy was a call of Individualism, 
from the tormenting memories of Udayan, from 
Bela, from Subhash’s marriage which had made 
her “an animal briefly observed, briefly caged.”  
 The mobility within the psychic space to 
search the Self that is lost in the loss of the lost 
Other is meticulously symbolized in Gauri’s 
mobility across the diasporic space. In a larger 
context the diaspora itself is the objectification of 
Gauri’s penumbral status as well as her 
melancholia; where she borders between the 
“Alien” and the “Origin”, around the opacity of the 
Self and the awareness of the Self. RhodesIsland is 
a crossroad of her identity where there is “…too 
much of information and yet a world of 
diminishing mystery, the unknown persist.” (Lahiri 
193). Subhash brought Gauri to rehabilitate from 
the loss of Udayan, to vacant the space of his loss 
from her Self and yet she cannot forge to substitute 
the bliss that she had with Udayan at Tollygunge to 
be at home with Subhash in RhodesIsland. She 
constantly others from the Self; from her Origin, 
unable to reconcile or renew. The fact that she had 
gleaned earlier “Individualism, lead(s) to 
hierarchies…” which is a manifestation of mobility 
for Selfhood, she prefers to move to California for 
a professorship in Philosophy. A movement from 
Udayan (Tollygunge), from Bela and Subhash 
(RhodseIsland) towards the Search ( Self, 
California) held the promise of a movement from 
space to time, from loss to gain, from the Other to 
the Self. Extending the hermeneutics of the Subject 
or the individual and its objective of the Self to the 
phenomenology of Hegel’s “Soul” and the “Spirit” 
can be handful in understanding the metaphysical 
movement of Gauri’s diasporic experience as; 
“… the way of the Soul(Individual) which 
journeys through the series of its own 
configurations as though they were the 
stations appointed for it by its own nature, 
so that it may purify itself for the life of 
the Spirit (Self)” (Hegel 49) 
 This complies with what Descartes speaks 
from within the novel’s text as a kind of 
“recreation” of the body (Self) at” each successive 
movement.” (Lahiri 48-104)  
Another characteristic feature of a 
postmodern elegy is the sense of restlessness of the 
melancholic soul that pries on obsessive 
preparation to get release. The fight against the lost 
object becomes the fight against the Self. Therefore 
the transformation that is expected also 
incorporates the fear of losing the Self or what we 
can call as ontological risking. In the novel, Gauri 
is susceptive to such a phobia. 
It turned into a dare, a puzzle to solve, to 
keep herself sharp. A private race she felt 
compelled to run again and again, fearing, 
if she stopped, that her ability to perform 
the feat would be lost. (Lahiri 124) 
Gauri moves to California in haste at a 
moment when Subhas and Bela are at Tollygunge. 
The gravity of melancholia and the sudden rapidity 
of her decision to leave RhodeIsland is another 
instance of this fear. On moving towards California 
the fire of getting freedom was already 
extinguished by the guilt that was mocking. And 
instead of enjoying transcendence of being high up 
above all misery she had thought to have diagnosed 
,she was sinking back into the lowland she had 
created by abandoning Bela and Subhash. Her 
motivation to recognize the self was obscured by 
the practice she performed to get it. She loses 
somewhere the desired Self in the perversity of 
getting loosened from melancholia. Udayan was 
never allowed to be lost and therefore the quest for 
identity is altered to an acute crisis. 
She had married Subhash, she had 
abandoned Bela.She had generated 
alternative versions of herself, she had 
insisted brutal cost on these conversions. 
Layering her life bare only to strip it bare, 
only to be alone in the end. (Lahiri 168) 
As Gauri tries to reclaim herself into the 
established regime of motherhood to avert the guilt 
,it is done at the peril of the Self. Guilt eventually 
will lead to self criticism and make her impersonal. 
The question of Self becomes reductive for it is 
interpellated against a number of socio-cultural 
norms to which the Self is subjected and because 
the constitution of survival depends on external 
environment.  To this effect, Judith Butler states 
that; 
The institution of the ego cannot fully 
overcome its social residue, given that its 
“voice” is from the start borrowed from 
elsewhere, a recasting of a social “plaint” 
as a psychic judgement.” (Butler 198) 
Towards the end of the novel, we find 
Gauri is not redeemed and that she tries to unify 
herself with Udayan at the end. While the ability to 
make him alive in the psychic can be seen as a sign 
of affirmative melancholia, the ambivalence still 
remains that she has diluted her ontological 
autonomy. The fact that assertion of the Self 
remains a process which has no end runs in parallel 
with the melancholia that persists to the ego. Gauri 
tries to look Self as a cessation from life when 
melancholia becomes suicidal. At the same time 
she connects to the incomplete dreams of Udayan 
whose service for the Naxalbari movement is 
postponed by death just as her incompetency to 
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nurture Bela is postponed by the death of Udayan 
and she is lost in her release. 
She was as dead as Udayan was…standing 
there, unable to find him, she felt a new 
solidarity with him.The bond of non 
existing.(Lahiri 223) 
Thus she cannot deny Udayan’s presence 
within her and she cannot accept his death and this 
gets cemented into her identity. Gauri gets her 
identity only when she absorbs the loss. Therefore 
to accept the autonomy of the Self is to absolve the 
loss and to recognize the loss is to be immersed in 
an unending mourning as no individuation happens 
without encroachment of the Self. Hence in this 
case the act of becoming vacillates in a constant 
flux.  
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